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The Hebrew people are approaching the end of their 40 year 
journey through the wilderness, preparing to enter the land 
promised by G-d to their forbears.  To get there, they need to 
pass through the land of Moab, ruled by Balak, for whom this 
week’s Parsha is named. 

Balak was the ruler of the Moabites.  He feared for the safety of 
his kingdom after seeing how G-d helped the Israelites conquer 
the kingdoms that had refused Moses’ request to pass peacefully 
through their lands.  In order to be able to defeat the Israelites, 
Balak retains the prophet Bilam to curse the Israelites. 

Bilam was a very powerful, non-Jewish Prophet who recognized 
the G-d of Israel.  His life story actually appears in ancient 
historical records.  (See, R.Sacks, Numbers, The Wilderness 
Years, The Hardest Word to Hear, Covenant and Conversation, 
Book 4, Kindle Edition at 4783).  

Balak offers Bilam recognition and more wealth than he has ever 
had if he will curse the Israelites.  Three times, Bilam refuses the 
efforts of Balak’s emissaries to convince Bilam to curse the People 
of Israel.  Eventually, G-d tells Bilam he can go, but instructs him 
that Bilam must only speak the words G-d speaks to Bilam. 
(Numbers 20:20). 

G-d intercedes in Bilam’s mission by sending an Angel to block 
Bilam’s way.  At first, only Bilam’s donkey can see the Angel.  Three 
times, the donkey turns away from the Angel, resulting in beatings 
from Bilam.  Finally,  there is a unique conversation in the Torah 
between Bilam and an animal that speaks, Bilam’s female donkey.   
(Num. 22:28-30).   

When Bilam attempts to curse the Israelites, as Balak had been sent 
him to do, G-d causes Bilam to bless them instead.  Bilam tells Balak, 
“I have received [an instruction] to bless, and He has blessed, and I 
cannot retract it. [G-d] does not look at evil in Jacob… the Lord, his G-
d, is with him.… G-d has brought them out of Egypt with the strength 
of His loftiness.…”  (Numbers 23:20-23). 

https://rabbisacks.org/balak-5780/
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The dialogue in this Parsha involves Balak, Bilam and of course a 
talking donkey.  A non-Jewish prophet is hired to curse the 
Israelites, but ends up blessing them instead.  Moses is not part 
of this Parsha.  And the people of Israel, still on their way to the 
promised land, are involved only indirectly.  At this point, Moses 
and the Jewish people don’t even know that the Moabites are 
planning to destroy them.  Without their knowledge, and this time 
without Moses’ intervention, G-d once again saved the Israelites 
from destruction.   

All during the Exodus from Egypt, beginning before the 
miraculous crossing of the Sea of Reeds and continuing 
throughout the book of Numbers, the Hebrews complain, are 
ungrateful, dissatisfied and mutinous.  In spite of being led, 
protected, nourished, and sustained by G-d for 40 years, all they 
seem to do is complain and rebel.   

Moses repeatedly has had to pray to G-d to not destroy this 
people.  Moses invokes G-d’s promise to our forebears.  He 
reminds G-d of the potential desecration of His name in the eyes 
of the nations if His people perish. He also appeals simply to 
God’s compassion and forgiveness.  

But from the beginning of Exodus to the end of Numbers, not a 
word is spoken in praise of the Israelites.  Rather, Moses 
continually reprimands the people, like a strict father demanding 
and expecting the most from his children.   

But in this week’s parsha, the Israelites are blessed.  We receive  
this beautiful blessing spoken not by Moses, but by Bilam: 

“How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O         
Israel!  They extend like streams, like gardens by the river, like 
aloes which the Lord planted, like cedars by the water. Water will 
flow from his wells, and his seed shall have abundant water; .…  
G-d, Who has brought them out of Egypt with the strength of His 
loftiness, …Those who bless you shall be blessed, and those who 
curse you shall be cursed.” (Numbers 24 5:9).  
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We know this blessing as Modeh Ani—the prayer we say every 
day when we enter the synagogue.  But why does the Torah 
assign to Bilam the job of delivering this blessing instead of 
Moses?   

Perhaps because critical words are way more effective if they 
come from a loved one. But compliments make more of an 
impact if they are spoken by adversaries.  We expect our loved 
ones to compliment us. But we anticipate our enemies to criticize 
us, or in the context of our Parsha, to curse us.  The blessing that 
G-d causes Bilam to deliver was much more effective and, in fact, 
everlasting, coming from an antagonist.  As we read in Proverbs:  

“Let the mouth of another praise you, not yours, The lips of a 
stranger, not your own.”  Prov. 27:2, Safaria.org. (https://
www.sefaria.org/Proverbs.27.2?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en).  

This coming Shabbat is the 17th of Tamuz, normally a fast day, 
but because of Shabbat, the fast is held on Sunday.   

Suggested reading this week: Why is the Flawed Palestinian 
Cause So Prominent on the Hard Left? By Alan Dershowitz 
(https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/18696/palestinian-cause-
hard-left) 

 
AND THHE QUOTE OF THE WEEK:  A good mood is contagious.  
Be a super spreader.  Suze Yalof Schwartz, Unplug Meditation.  

Have a good week everyone. 
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